23.   SPEECH AT BUDDHA BIRTH ANNIVERSARY

CALCUTTA,
May 7, 1925

FRIENDS,

It is now my pleasant duty to perform this service.   I shall
not say anything of these proceedings. Dr. Dharmapala has added
a pathetic touch to this service.2 And he has laid on my shoulders a
burden which I consider I am ill-fitted to carry.  I hesitated last
year when Mr. Natarajan drew me out of my convalescent bed
and asked me to preside at the anniversary last year,3 but I could
not resist Mr. Natarajan, for I have very great and deep affec-
tion for him, I know that from that time I would be perhaps call-
ed upon to  take  part at such   functions  somewhere in India
from year to year. And so it happened even when I came to Cal-
cutta.  It is a very strange thing that almost all the professors of
great religions of the world claim me as their own. The Jains mis-
take me for a Jain.  Scores of Buddhist friends have taken me for
a Buddhist. Hundreds of Christian friends still consider that I am
a Christian and some Christian friends do not even hesitate to
ascribe, by implication, cowardice to me and say: "We know,
you are a Christian, but you are afraid to own it. Why don't
you come forward boldly and say you believe in Jesus and his
salvation?" Many of my Mussalman friends consider that,  al-
though I do not call myself a Mussalman, to all intents and pur-
poses, I am one of them; and some Mussalman friends consider
that I am on the road to it, very near, but still far short of it. All
this is extremely flattering to me and I take it as a mark of their
affection and their esteem.   For me, however,   I regard myself
as one of the humblest of Hindus, but the deeper I study Hindu-
ism the stronger becomes the belief in me that Hinduism is as
broad as the Universe and it takes in its fold all that is good in
this world.  And so I find that with Mussalmans   I can appre-
ciate the beauties of Islam and sing its praises.   And so simul-

1 Gandhiji presided over the birth anniversary of Lord Buddha celebrated
at the Buddha Vihara, under the auspices of the Mahabodhi Society.

2 The General Secretary of the Society had spoken earlier on the teach-
ings of the Buddha and the way he had himself been carrying on the work
of the Buddha in Bengal.

3  Vide Vol. XXIV, pp. 85-6.